Supplement to ‘Social Action’ 


DECEMBER 1952 


First Steps in C. 5. A. 


13. NATIONALISATION 


Section I. — Meaning of words. 


Nationalisation (or, Socialization) is a Government 
policy which tends to transfer industry and commerce from 
the hands of private individuals (who aim at private profit) , 
to the hands of Government (which aims at the general 
welfare). 


Socialism : (economic) is a system of State administra- 
tion characterised by the attempt to put the State in charge 


(in varying degrees) of the industrial and commercial 
life of the country for the general welfare. Nationalisation 
is the economics of Socialism, and it may be complete or 
moderate according to the brand of Socialism under which 
it operates. 


Section II. — Historic Outline. 


A rapid survey of the development of State control of 
industry is essential to a good understanding of Nationali- 
sation. In Western Europe, this type of control first appeared 
as a reaction to the evils of Capitalism ; and even to-day, 
Nationalisation is put forward as a remedy to our social ills 
which are rooted in the spirit of Capitalism (Cf. Discussion 
12). The economic power which Capitalism tended to con- 
centrate in the hands of a few did not always operate for 
the welfare of the workers and small-income individuals. 
These persons, therefore, began to agitate for State Control 
of industry and business as a means to give the workers 
and middle classes a fair share in the wealth of the country. 
In Western Europe. the home of the Industrial Revolution, 
the Factory Acts. were the first and earliest measures of State 
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interference in the industrial life of the country — the first § 


Factory Act was passed in 1802 and dealt with hours of 
work. It is a long step from that first measure of State con- 
trol to modern types of State control implied in Nationali- 
sation to-day! Since 1919 Nationalisation has received 
wider acceptance in many countries, till to-day its supporters 
believe that all social, industrial and economic ills can be 
cured by this economic system. 


Section III. — Types of Nationalisation 


(i) Complete Nationalisation: This is the economic 
policy of Full Socialism, whether under the label of Com- 
munism or Fascism, and it aims at applying full State 
control to all areas of industrial activity. Soon after 1919, 
this economic policy was adopted in Russia, and after the 
second world war, all those States that look towards the 
Soviet Union have laid it down as the basis of industrial 
and agricultural reconstruction. The method advocated to 
establish this type of nationalisation varies: Communism 
employs violent revolution, while non-revolutionary Socia- 
lists advocate legislation. 


(ii) Partial Nationalisation: This is the economic 
policy of Moderate Socialists who support State control of 
“key industries” and “public utilities” (e.g., transport, 
lighting, etc), on the grounds that if these industries are 
left in the hands of private owners they exercise too great 
a power over large section of the public. This type of 
nationalisation has won favour especially since World War I. 


Section IV. — The Moral Aspect of Nationalisation. 


Like all socio-economic problems, Nationalisation also 
has both its moral and economic aspects; that is to say, 
while we attempt to raise “the standard of living” or 
“increase material prosperity ” (economic aspect), by means 
of Nationalisation, we cannot lose sight of the morality of 
Nationalisation, which involves such questions as, “ Does it 
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secure the rights of the human person? Does it make for 
social justice and charity?” We must remember that 
every action which is “economically useful ” is not always 
“morally right.” 


At the bar of morality, Nationalisation to justify itself, 
must give satisfactory answers to the following main ques- 
tions :— 


(i) Does it safeguard human dignity, personal liberty 
and man’s sense of moral responsibility. Now, while the 
main body of supporters of Nationalisation lay all empha- 
sis on the material improvement which appear to come 
from Nationalisation, few consider the effect upon the 
human person brought about by such an economic regime. 
What is the price of Nationalisation in terms of man, his 
human person, dignity and responsibility ? The price, let 
us note at once, is excessive! Those who reject the moral 
aspects of this regime lapse at once into a purely materia- 
listic view of human life — denying to man anything more 
than economic efficiency and prosperity. No Catholic can 
accept such a view of life. Moreover, the exercise of the 
moral sense of responsibility in social life, even in buying, 
selling-or manufacturing goods, is a central teaching of 
Catholic morality ; now, under Nationalisation how can an 
individual exercise this sense of responsibility when the 
State directs, plans, rules and owns all industrial resources 
of the country? This over-all State ownership leads to 
State control of the individual’s choice; he is no longer 
free to exercise his choice of the goods he wants, but is 
forced to take what the State industries impose upon him ! 
Private business thrives precisely because such business 
compete with each other to satisfy the wants of the buyer: 
State controlled business works on the principle: “ Take it 
or leave it!” 


(ii) Does it respect the natural rights of man ? Speak- 
ing on May 7th, 1949, our Holy Father Pius XII warned. 
the world, that “to make of this Nationalisation a normal 
rule of public organisation of economy would be to reverse 
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the order of things. The mission of public rights is, in 
effect, to preserve private rights and not to absorb them.” 
Now the right order of things, as the social teaching of the 
Popes have laid down, apportion certain duties to the State 
and others to individuals and private organisations (Cf. 
Quadragesimo Anno: paras: 80. 88). Briefly, to the State 
belongs those duties, e.g., law and order, etc., which indi- 
viduals acting alone or in small associations within the 
State cannot accomplish. On the other hand, the State was 
not instituted for economic activity, as for the growing of 
wheat, the making of shoes, motor cars and so on. Nationali- 
sation, besides making the State step outside its proper 
sphere of activities, denies man the exercise of his natural 
liberty which is essential to him for the preservation of his 
life. The right to life is a natural right. Economic activity 
is basically but an extension of the individual’s right to 
preserve his life and provide himself with those temporal 
goods which become his human dignity. Further, wholesale 
Nationalisation denies to man the right to private property, 
sometimes on the ground of economic necessity or of the 
abuse of the rights of ownership. 


“Tt is even less true” writes Pius XI, in Quadragesimo 
Anno, “that the right of property is destroyed or lost by 
its non-use or abuse” (para : 47). 


De Nobili Press, Madurai 
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